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T
he Philippines and Japan are in the
threshold of signing a free trade
agreement (FTA) known as the Japan-
Philippines Economic Partnership
Agreement (JPEPA). The Japanese Embassy in
the Philippines already describes the two coun-
tries as heading “toward a new partnership,”
obviously referring to the JPEPA.1 And with the
coming golden anniversary of the restoration
of diplomatic relations between the Philippines
and Japan in 2006, it would not be surprising
if the two countries formally sign the JPEPA in
that year to dramatize the event and to cel-
ebrate the anniversary.
The Philippines would become the third coun-
try to sign a bilateral FTA with Japan, the first
one being Singapore in 2002 and the second
one being Mexico in 2004. The JPEPA would
be recorded in the history of Philippines-Ja-
pan relations as the first for the Philippines,
the first of the Japanese FTAs with a Southeast
Asian country that includes agricultural im-
ports, and Japan’s first-ever that includes entry
of nurses and caregivers.
Philippine priorities
Removing, or at least, reducing tariff barriers
to trade is to be expected in a free trade agree-
ment. The Philippines naturally pushes for the
easing of restrictions on its exports to Japan,
especially agricultural exports. But more than
trade liberalization, the Philippines is interested
both in the opening of the Japanese labor mar-
ket to Filipino caregivers, nurses, and informa-
tion technology experts, and in attracting Japa-
nese investors.
President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo pointed out
on the day of her departure for a visit to Japan
______________
1 “Philippines-Japan Towards a New Partnership in the Re-
gional and Global Context” is the subtitle of a Symposium
on Japanese Studies in the Philippines that the Japanese
Embassy held in cooperation with the Japan Foundation




in May 2002 that Japan is “host to a large num-
ber of overseas Filipinos.”2 In Japan, she said
to an audience of Japanese industrialists, in-
vestors and traders:
“There is also a human component to invest-
ments, and I am proud to inform you that
the Philippines is brimming with skilled
workers. The number of Japanese firms do-
ing ICT work in the Philippines is a quiet but
strong acknowledgement of the abundance
of Filipino talent.
We aim to use our advantage in people to
propel us into the frontiers of the knowledge
society.”3
Back in Manila, the president proudly reported
the plan to conclude a free trade agreement
with Japan that “will encompass not just trade,
[but also] mutual recognition of professions
and skills, human resources development, and
technology transfers. It will facilitate the ac-
cess of our IT professionals and our health care
professionals in the Japanese market.”4
Meanwhile, the current ambassador of the Phil-
ippines to Japan, Ambassador Domingo
Siazon, admits that the Philippine government
is keen at including the sending of Filipino
workers to Japan in the FTA because the Phil-
ippines “simply does not have the capability
to create jobs domestically at the moment.”5
And in the face of inadequate investment amidst
a growing population, the Philippines has
adopted the strategy of capitalizing on what it
has in abundance—human resources.
Still along the line of capitalizing on its hu-
man resources, the Philippine government is
trying to develop tourism-cum-health care.6 It
has launched a program of attracting investors
to develop vacation and retirement villages that
offer leisure and sports as well as medical care.
Filipino and foreign investors have distributed
pamphlets and brochures to Filipino residents
abroad as well as to foreign nationals, includ-
ing Japanese, inviting them to set up residence
in these villages upon their retirement. For
some, they do not have to live in these retire-
ment villages permanently. The Japanese, for
example, may choose to visit only during the
winter months in Japan to escape from the cold




Bilateral free trade agreements that Japan have
signed and will sign in the future, as far as Ja-
pan is concerned, are only stepping stones to-
ward a more comprehensive free trade agree-
ment with the ASEAN. The free trade agree-
ment with ASEAN, on the other hand, is only a
step toward a more institutionalized East Asian
community under Japan’s leadership. To quote
from the Task Force on Foreign Relations for
the Prime Minister:
“The highest priority for the Japanese
economy is East Asia, which is the growth
______________
2 GMA Speech [online]. 2002. 20 May, Ninoy Aquino Inter-
national Airport Terminal 1.  Available from the worldwide
web: (http://www.dfa.gov.ph/archive/speech/gma/
wv_japan.htm)
3 GMA Speech [online]. 2002. 22 May, Keidanren Build-
ing, Tokyo. Available from the worldwide web: (http://
www.dfa.gov.ph/archive/speech/gma/wv_japan.htm)
4 GMA Speech [online]. 2002. 24 May, Ninoy Aquino Inter-
national Airport, Terminal 2. Available from the worldwide
web: (http://www.dfa.gov.ph/archive/speech/gma/
wv_japan.htm)
5 Interview with Ambassador Domingo Siazon on 15 July
2002 at the Philippine Embassy in Tokyo.
6 GMA Speech. 2002. 24 May, Ninoy Aquino International
Airport, Terminal 2.
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center for the world economy. Japan should
accelerate the integration of East Asia and
should take the lead in this area, seeking to
become the core country in a community
that advances together. Japan should make
strategic use of economic partnership agree-
ments in order to achieve this. The goal
should be the creation of a borderless East
Asian economic sphere. When complete,
the integrated East Asian economy will be a
partnership that includes Japan, China, South
Korea, ASEAN, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and fur-
thermore Australia and New Zealand. Japan
should pursue economic partnerships that
should also serve to balance China’s expand-
ing sphere of influence. At the heart of this
will be FTAs, first with the ASEAN where
Japan has strong trade and investment ties,
and then with South Korea and Taiwan.”7
Moreover, the Japanese government professes
that its ultimate goal is not bilateralism nor re-
gionalism but multilateralism. This is the com-
mitment to a general economic liberalization
through the World Trade Organization (WTO).
It hopes that a series of bilateral FTAs would
speed up negotiations in the WTO.8
In other words, Japan pursues a foreign policy
with three layers. At the bottom is a series of
bilateral agreements, on top is multilateralism
through the WTO, and in the middle is region-
alism. East Asia is in the middle. It is here where
Japan hopes to exert leadership. In its aspira-
tion for regional leadership, Japan currently
faces a challenge from China, with India not
far behind.
While economic goals are obvious in Japan’s
foreign policy, cultural goals are not necessar-
ily neglected. Japan has in fact had a history of
exporting its culture, particularly the Japanese
language. This was before and during the sec-
ond World War. In the decades after World War
II, Japan prioritized economic goals over cul-
tural ones. Since the late 1990s, however, the
Japanese government has shown vigor again
in promoting Japanese culture abroad. In the
JPEPA, the Philippine desire to send caregivers,
nurses and IT workers to Japan provides an op-
portunity for Japan to promote the Japanese
language in the Philippines.
Just like any state, Japan’s foreign policy is part
of its response not only to foreign challenges
but also to domestic conditions and problems.
Domestically, Japan has to address the prob-
lems of an aging population and the shortage
of nurses to care for the old people. It also has
to upgrade its higher education, particularly
the ability of the Japanese to speak English. In
the area of information technology, Japan has
to catch up with the rest of the First World.
Structural reforms in the areas of industry and
finance are likewise needed to make the Japa-
nese economy stronger and more competitive.
Japan recognizes that FTAs that include liber-
alization of services and mutual recognition
of standards and qualifications may help Ja-
pan meet these domestic needs. Japan also re-
alizes that this would mean opening more
widely its doors to foreign nurses, foreign stu-
dents and faculty, foreign IT experts, and for-
eign investors. The question is what kind of
workers would be admitted. And to what ex-
tent will Japan relax its traditionally strict im-
migration policy?
Japan’s priorities
Because of the importance of East Asia to Ja-
pan, and because the ASEAN already exists as
a tangible regional organization, it would be
______________
7 Office of the Prime Minister of Japan, Task Force on For-
eign Relations for the Prime Minister. Basic strategies for
Japan’s foreign policy in the 21st century: new era, new
vision, new diplomacy [online]. Available from the world-
wide web: (http://www.kantei.go.jp.foreign/policy/2002/
1128tf_e.html)
8 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, Economic Affairs Bu-
reau. Japan’s FTA strategy (summary) [online]. Available




instructive to look into the 2002 interim re-
port of the Initiative Toward Japan-ASEAN
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Discus-
sion Group. The interim report offered several
recommendations, a number of which fit Phil-
ippine priorities mentioned above.
First, the discussion group recommended the
inclusion of agricultural and fishery sectors in
FTAs, with proper safeguards “in case of actual
damages inflicted by unexpected increase in
imports after tariff elimination.9 Second, rec-
ognizing the shortage of nurses to cope with
the needs of an aging population, the group
recommended a review of the strict restrictions
the government imposes on foreign nurses who
want to work in Japan.10 Third, in order to
make Japan more competitive in the area of
information technology, it recommended tech-
nical cooperation between Japan and ASEAN
countries, without forgetting to address “po-
tential problems created by the entry of for-
eign labor into Japan.”11
The subsequent joint report of the ASEAN-Ja-
pan Closer Economic Partnership Expert Group
(AJCEPEG) in 2003, however, highlighted dif-
ferent priorities. For instance, according to the
report, Japan is primarily interested in the re-
duction of tariffs on Japanese manufactured
products, acceleration in customs clearance
procedures, prevention of smuggling, more
transparent procedures for foreign contractors
engaged in public works projects, improve-
ment of services especially in construction
projects, and protection of its agricultural prod-
ucts.12
Japan’s action in the Fifth WTO Conference
held in Cancun in September 2003 confirmed
these priorities. Japan aggressively campaigned
for the full-fledged launching of a set of trad-
ing rules concerning cross-border investment,
competition, trade facilitation and government
procurements. And it continued to join the
ranks of the developed countries which refused
to deregulate the subsidies they give to the ag-
ricultural sector.
To put Japan’s immediate goals in simple terms,
therefore, these would be to create a favorable
environment for Japanese investment abroad,
to promote Japanese trade and make Japanese
companies more competitive, and to enable
Japanese companies to participate with ease
in government procurements.
Information technology, however, has increas-
ingly become important for global competi-
tion, and Japan recognizes that in this area, it
is behind the rest of the First World. Hence,
the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry
(METI) has prioritized the opening of Japan’s
labor market to IT workers.13 Indeed, even be-
fore the Philippines and Japan opened the first
round of official FTA negotiations, pilot schools
giving Japanese language lessons to IT workers
______________
9 Initiative Toward Japan-ASEAN Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Discussion Group. 2002. Interim Report [online].
Available from the worldwide web: (http://
www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/policy/2002/021016asean_
ehtml), October 16.
10 Initiative Toward Japan-ASEAN Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Discussion Group. 2002.
11 Initiative Toward Japan-ASEAN Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Discussion Group. 2002.
12 Joint Report of the ASEAN-Japan Closer Economic Part-
nership Expert Group (AJCEPEG). 2003 [online]. Available
from the worldwide web: (http://wwwaseansec.org), 20
May.
13 Asahi, 5 July 2003, p. 2.
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had been established through the joint efforts
of Japanese and Filipino entrepreneurs. The
University of the Philippines Information Tech-
nology Training Center (UPITTC), a joint
project of the state university and the Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA), for
one, was inaugurated on 3 June 2005. In ad-
dition to computer and computer-related
courses, the training includes courses on busi-
ness skills for IT professionals, and Japanese
language and culture.
The prospects of health care
in JPEPA
Allowing Filipino nurses to work in Japan is
not a priority of the Japanese government. In-
stead of opening the labor market to Filipino
nurses, organized Japanese nurses suggested
making the profession more attractive by in-
creasing the salary and improving the work-
ing conditions of nurses. Nevertheless, Japa-
nese representatives in the FTA negotiations
have agreed in principle to accept a limited
number of Filipino nurses every year. They
have, however, to learn the Japanese language
first, train for three years in Japan, and pass
the Japanese qualifying examinations for
nurses. Other requirements and conditions of
work and stay in Japan are still to be threshed
out. Caregivers, if allowed, would have a dif-
ferent and stricter set of requirements because
they have less training than nurses.
Pending official decision to accept nurses and
caregivers, a number of Japanese entrepre-
neurs, some in partnership with Filipinos, have
already shown enthusiasm in investing in the
business prospects of Nihongo classes and text-
books for caregivers as well as schools for
caregivers that include Nihongo training.
The Japanese and Philippine authorities
should, however, avoid a situation where the
cart would come ahead of the horse. Due to
eager private speculators, the presence of Fili-
pino caregivers and nurses in Japan might be-
come a fact even before the two governments
are able to conclude an agreement on entry
requirements and protection of the Filipino
nurses and caregivers.
The other side of health care in the JPEPA is
the Philippines’ efforts to attract Japanese re-
tirees to stay in the Philippines and senior citi-
zens to visit for leisure and health care. In this
endeavor, the Philippines competes with local
“silver areas” or “welfare villages” (fukushi no
sato) in rural Japan. Here, Japanese senior citi-
zens do not have to worry about personal
safety, cultural tensions, and language gap. Just
like the retirement villages in the Philippines,
these Japanese villages offer sophisticated care
and health provisions such as visiting nurses
and customized welfare facilities to the care
migrants (kaigo ijusha).14
The Philippines, though, has two selling points.
One is the excellent reputation Filipino nurses
have earned in the US and Europe for their
caring attitude. And two is the fact that service
and facilities in the Philippines are cheaper
than in Japan. This does not mean, however,
that foreigners’ anxiety about peace and order
in the Philippines can just be set aside. The
program of attracting senior citizens to the Phil-
ippines should be taken as a challenge to im-
prove the peace and order situation in the
country.
Conclusion
Considering Japan’s long-range goal of leader-
ship in East Asia which entails winning the good
will of the countries in the region, the Philip-
pines is not in a weak bargaining position in
the JPEPA negotiations. Preceded by the Japan-
Mexico Economic Partnership Agreement that
______________
14 John Knight. 2003. Repopulating the village. In John W.
Traphagan and John Knight, eds., Demographic change
and the family in Japan’s aging society. New York: State
University of New York Press.PN 2005-03
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includes agricultural products, Filipino nego-
tiators should strive to bargain for a similar, if
not better, arrangement for Philippine agricul-
tural products. More important, since the JPEPA
is likely to become Japan’s first FTA with a
Southeast Asian country that includes agricul-
tural products and the sending of nurses and
caregivers, the Filipino negotiators have the
moral responsibility of bargaining for the best
that can serve as model for the succeeding Japa-
nese FTAs with other Southeast Asian countries.
The Philippines is basically after economic
gains, in particular, the alleviation of unem-
ployment. Japan, on the other hand, which also
offers economic gains, is concerned about its
projection of soft power. It wants to increase
the number of foreigners who can speak Japa-
nese; it wants to increase the number of for-
eigners who understand and appreciate Japan.
The JPEPA is thus an opportunity for both Ja-
pan and the Philippines to achieve their re-
spective goals.  
References
ASEAN. Joint Report of the ASEAN-Japan Closer
Economic Partnership Expert Group
(AJCEPEG) [online]. Available from worldwide
web: (http://www.aseansec.org/14252.html).
Eng Chuan Ong. 2003. Anchor East Asian Free
Trade in ASEAN. The Washington Quarterly
26, No. 2 (Spring): 57-72.
Gordon, Bernard K. 2003. A high risk trade policy
[online]. Foreign Affairs 82, No. 4 (July-Au-
gust) [http://www.foreignaffairs. org]
Hatakeyama Noboru. 2002; 2003. Short history
of Japan’s movement to FTAs (four parts)
[online]. Journal of Japanese Trade and Indus-
try (November-December 2002, January-Feb-
ruary 2003, March-April 2003, May-June
2003). Japan Economic Foundation [http://
www.jef.or.jp]
International Federation of Agricultural Produc-
ers (IFAP) [francais]. IFAP Report: 5th WTO
Ministerial Conference, Cancun, Mexico, 10-
14 September 2003 [online]. [http://
www.ifap.org/issues/reportcancun.html]
Martyn, Tim. 2001. A complete guide to the re-
gional trade agreements of the Asia-Pacific.
The Australian APEC Study Centre, March.
The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fishery
of Japan (MAFF) [Japanese]. Jiyu boeki kyotei
o meguru kakkoku to no togi no jokyo to
kongo no taio (FTA: situations in each coun-
try and Japan’s response) [online], June 2003.
The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry of
Japan (METI). Promotion of economic part-
nership [online], December 2002.
Munakata, Naoko. 2001. Evolution of Japan’s
policy toward economic integration. Center
for Northeast Asian Policy Studies (CNAPS),
The Brookings Institution, December.
______. 2002. The challenge of East Asian eco-
nomic integration. Japan Echo 29, (5): 8-13.
Office of the Prime Minister of Japan, Task Force
on Foreign Relations for the Prime Minister.
Basic strategies for Japan’s foreign policy in
the 21st century: new era, new vision, new
diplomacy [online]. Available from the world-
wide web: (http://www.kantei.go.jp.foreign/
policy/2002/1128tf_e.html)
Office of the Prime Minister of Japan, The Prime
Minister’s Commission on Japan’s Goals in
the 21st Century. The frontier within: indi-
vidual empowerment and better governance
in the new millennium [online]. Available
from the worldwide web: (http://
www.kantei.go.jp/jp/21century/report/htmls)
Urata, Shujiro. 2003. Formation of economic part-
nership agreements [online]. Journal of Japa-
nese Trade and Industry (January-February).
Available from the worldwide web: (http://
www.jef.or.jp/en/jti/200301 005.html)
For further information, please contact
The Research Information Staff
Philippine Institute for Development Studies
NEDA sa Makati Building, 106 Amorsolo Street, Legaspi Village, 1229 Makati City
Telephone Nos: 892-4059 and 893-5705
Fax Nos: 893-9589 and 816-1091
E-mail: lyjose@ateneo.edu; jliguton@pidsnet.pids.gov.ph
The Policy Notes series is available online at http://www.pids.gov.ph. Reentered as
second class mail at the Business Mail Service Office under Permit No. PS-570-04
NCR. Valid until December 31, 2005.